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Abstract 
The present work provides a theoretical analysis oriented to link the social capital to the concept of degrowth. Defined by 
Schneider et al., (2010) as “an equitable downscaling of production and consumption that increases human well-being and 
enhances ecological conditions at the local and global level in the short and in the long term”, the concept of degrowth leads 
to a radical criticism of the neoclassical approach of economic growth and propose an alternative socio-economic paradigm 
based on the concept of “reciprocity work”. Constituted by a mix of social work, unpaid activities, self-production and co-
operation among individuals, “reciprocity work” is assumed to be able to increase the social capital by promoting 
conviviality, mutual sustain and social relationships. In recent years, academic, political and social debates have been oriented 
to investigate the concepts of degrowth and the related impacts on social capital and well-being. The objective this paper is 
twofold. On one side, it provides a theoretical analysis in an attempt of explaining the concept of degrowth, that of reciprocity 
work and the implications for the social capital formation. On the other side, it reviews the main studies that investigate the 
social capital generation in a context of degrowth. 
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1. Introduction 
 The paradigm of “green growth” has for long time been considered an effective solution to the long-standing 
issue of reconciling economic growth, social inequalities and environmental degradation (Baker, 2006; Bluhdorn 
and Welsh, 2007; Gibbs, 2007). Based on technological progress and income elasticity of environmental quality 
demand, the latter predicts a positive feedback between economy, society and environment, and elects economic 
growth as the best way to increase the human well-being (Fourier, 2008; Milne et al., 2006). Consensus, however, 
does not exist on the fact that growth-oriented solutions will succeed. The main criticisms relate to the fact that in 
all circumstances growth implies an increasing rate of energy and material demand which inevitably produces 
resource depletion and environmental damage. In addition, the social inequalities don’t seem to be reduced by 
economic growth (Schneider, 2002, 2003; Polimeni et al., 2007). In recent years, an alternative economic 
approach based on the theory of “degrowth” offers interesting contributions to the well-being debate (Schneider 
et al., 2010). Within this context, the main purpose of this paper is to present the concept of degrowth and its 
relationships to well-being and social capital formation. A short review of the man studies that investigate social 
capital formation in a context of degrowth is also presented. The paper is structured as follow: section 2 
introduces the paradigm of degrowth and summarizes the concepts of social metabolism and quality of life as 
fundamental pillars of degrowth. It also introduces the concept of “reciprocity work” as a degrowth strategy 
devoted to increase the level of well-being. Section 3 define “reciprocity work” and provide some practical 
examples to summarizes the impacts on social capital and wellbeing formation. Section 4 reviews the main 
empirical studies that investigated the relationships between degrowth, reciprocity, social capital and well-being. 
Section 5 concludes. 
2. Degrowth definition 
The concept of Degrowth originates from the critical thinking of Marx (1859), Jevons (1865), Soddy (1922, 
1926), Polany (1944), Illich (1973), Schumacher (1973) and many others. Georgescu-Roegen (1971, 1977, 2004) 
first proposed the formalization of Degrowth as a new economic paradigm based on entropy. From the principles 
of thermodynamics, entropy defines that energy and matter are degraded by transformation and cannot be used 
again in the same form. Since economy can be considered a subsystem of the environment, and the latter is 
constrained by the laws of thermodynamics, an infinite economic growth in a limited system may well lead to a 
paradox. Within this formulation, the theory of Degrowth leads to a radical criticism of the neoclassical approach 
of the economic growth. The Degrowth paradigm proposes a solution that consists of reducing the scale of the 
socio-economic system to fit within the biophysical limits of the planet. Using the definition of Schneider et al., 
(2010), Degrowth is “an equitable downscaling of production and consumption that increases human well-being 
and enhances ecological conditions at the local and global level, in the short and long term”. This implies that, 
Degrowth is not just about a quantitative reduction of growth but also about considering human well-being as a 
central element of the proposed economic system (Bonaiuti, 2001, 2005; Georgescu-Roegen, 2004; Ariès, 2005, 
Latouche, 2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2010; Denis, et al., 2010). Based on this approach, two fundamental pillars can be 
distinguished on which the concept of degrowth is based, namely: the quantitative reduction of production and 
consumption and the qualitative aspects that increases human well-being. These two elements have, over the 
years, been treated independently by distinct schools of thought, known as the Social Metabolism and what is 
here defined as Quality of Life schools. In the following section, a short analysis oriented to summarize the main 
elements of the two pillars is provided. 
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2.1. Social Metabolism 
Social Metabolism defines the socio-economic systems as analogous to a living system that produces waste 
and requires a continuous throughput of material and energy from the environment. This way of considering the 
interrelations between human and environment was introduced in the late 19th century (Podolinsky, 1883; 
Geddes, 1885) and used in the early 20th century by authors like Pfaundler (1902) and Popper-Lynkeus (1912). 
However, it was Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (1971) that better formalized the idea of social metabolism by 
introducing in economy the concept of entropy and the principle of mass conservation. The economic process, 
transforming stocks of highly concentrated and easily available resources into products and waste, increases the 
material degradation by increasing its entropy (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971). Since high entropy implies reduced 
possibility for usability or re-usability of the resources, the entropy production associated with material and 
energy dissipation will inevitably become a limiting factor for economic growth (Kaberger and Mansson, 2001). 
Moreover, every transformation process that increases the entropy of the system, can damage environmental 
sustainability both generating pollution and reducing the resources available (Bianciardi, et al., 1993). This 
process is true for a world population with a constant number of members but obviously accelerates in a context 
of constantly increasing population. For these reasons, socio-economic systems cannot have infinite growth and 
the scale of growth should be reduced relative to total ecosystem capacity (Hinterberger et al., 1997). To quantify 
social metabolism and calculate resources consumption, an increasing number of countries elaborated the 
Material and Energetic Flow Accountabilities (MFA and EFA respectively). Furthermore, to better take into 
account the socio-economic determinants of environmental pressures the Impact, Population, Affluence and 
Technology (IPAT) equation and the Multiple-Scale Integrated Analysis of Societal and Ecosystem Metabolism 
(MuSIASEM) are also used (e.g. Ehrlich and Holder, 1971; Giampietro et al., 2008). The first determined the 
impact (I) on environment based on the interdependencies between population (intended as the number of 
individuals), affluence (usually expressed in terms of GDP per capita) and technology (usually expressed as the 
ratio I/GDP (Roca, 2002). The second quantifies the ecological constraint and the performance of socio-
economic activities at different levels and scales. Looking at the material and energy flows managed by human 
activities, it analyses the interference of societies on natural systems (Giampietro et al., 2008). By quantifying the 
material and energy flows that go through the socio-economic systems and analysing the human impact on 
environment, IPAT and MuSIASEM methodologies determine sustainability of different living styles, cultures 
and societies. SM therefore seems to be able to represent quite efficiently one of the two key aspects of degrowth, 
namely the necessity to reduce the scale of socio-economic systems in order to respect the biophysical limits of 
the planet. The need for finite growth as proposed by social metabolism, however, fulfils only one part of the 
definition of degrowth, as it does not include aspects relating to the quality of life of individuals. 
2.2. Quality of Life 
Quality of Life is intended here as the overall assessment of human needs satisfaction, generally approximated 
by the concept of well-being defined as the level of pleasure, happiness and fulfilment generated by the 
satisfaction of material and non-material needs (Costanza et al., 2007). Economic analysis, based on the 
neoclassical economic theory, assumes that the level of well-being can be summarized by consumption 
opportunities (World Bank, 2006). However, since the 70’s, many concerns have been raised on this assumption 
(Scitovsky, 1976; Hirsch, 1976; Illich, 1974; 1978; Easterlin, 2003; Wolfers and Stevenson, 2008). The Easterlin 
Paradox (Easterlin, 2003), for example, shows that internationally the average level of happiness is not strictly 
dependent on national income (Easterlin, 1974) and that increased finances and spending capacity does not 
correlate with well-being. In addition, a more recent study has settled broadly on the conclusion that quality of 
life and income are related in a non-linear way and that, over a certain level of income, marginal increases in life 
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satisfaction decrease rapidly as income rises (e.g. Clark et al., 2008). Today the lack of any simple relation 
between the two seems to be widely accepted and well-being is being increasingly considered as a combination 
of individual, social and material experiences (Lintott, 1998). The improved understanding of the concept of 
well-being has induced more economists to insert non-market goods (environmental quality or sociality) as 
variables in the utility functions (Welsch, 2002; 2006; Di Tella and MacCulloch, 2006). Moreover, new 
approaches based on the combination between objective and subjective indicators have been proposed to measure 
the variations on the level of well-being (Costanza et al., 2007). The new perception introduced by the quality of 
life school of thought fits very well with the second pillar of degrowth as well-being is not just a by-product of 
consumption but becomes a multi-factor concept, dependent on material, social and environmental elements. For 
these reasons, a transition between a growth oriented society v/ a degrowth oriented one, will not generate a 
reduction in the level of well-being, both in the short and in the long terms. Since well-being will not ne only 
perceived as a matter of consumption potentialities, but as a combination of social and environmental variables, 
the potential reduction of material well-being, generated by a downscaling of production and consumption, will 
be compensated by increasing values in the other well-being elements. Within this context, by considering human 
relationships per-se as an important element of societies, degrowth proposes to partially complement the market 
economy with an “economy of reciprocity” (Spangenberg, 2010; Schneider et al., 2010; Jackson, 2009; 2009a; 
Gorz, 2008, Illich, 1973) considered as an important tool, from one side, to decrease the impact on environment, 
and useful to increase the social capital and the level of well-being, on the other side. The following section is 
then devoted to explain the concept of reciprocity work and its relationships to social capital formation and well-
being. 
3. Economy of Reciprocity 
Within the theory of degrowth, reciprocity is considered as one of the main mechanisms that allows for a 
sustainable and yet satisfactory economy (Latouche 2005, Bonaiuti, 2005). Since a standard definition of 
reciprocity does not exist, an exemplification is provided based on the subsidiary production principle and the 
concept of conviviality. In this paper, the former is intended as a production system that has to satisfy 
consumption needs nearest to the production sites. Being oriented to reduce the biophysical impacts of economic 
activities, subsidiary production implies a change from a long distance trade to a local distribution chain. The 
reduction of the distance between production and consumption activities generally contributes to decrease the 
environmental impacts generated by transport. However, when other variables are included into the analysis, as 
for example water, energy or fertilizers, the overall environmental impacts not always decreases (Schriefl et al., 
2008; Coley et al., 2009). In addition, when proposing an economy of degrowth, an analysis of the overall 
impacts generated on global economies should also be taken into account. Since countries are strictly interrelated 
into global market, a downscaling of productions and consumptions in a region can largely affect economies all 
over the world. A macroeconomic analysis of the potential impacts generated on productivities, competitions 
capacities and distributional effects should then be taken into account when analysing the potential benefits 
generated by downscaling. In spite of these possible economic and environmental costs, however, other benefits 
can be found at the social level. A higher degree of traceability of the product origin and an improved relation of 
trust between producer and consumer are only some examples of the possible benefits generated on product 
quality and social capital formation. The improved relation indirectly produces a constant request for higher 
quality products with positive impacts on human health, environment and social relationships (Draper and Green, 
2002; La Trobe, 2001; Nygard and Storsad, 1998; Weatherell et al., 2003).  
 
Another important element defined within the subsidiary production principle is the self-production activity. 
Examples of subsidiary production are Transition Towns (Hopkins, 2008) and Farmers’ Markets (Hinrichs, 2000; 
Curry Report, 2002). Conviviality is defined as a system of social relationships based on community support, 
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reciprocity, voluntary work, favour, and community exchange. Developing non-market relationships to satisfy 
human-needs, conviviality is intended as a mean of improving cooperation and social relationships (Illich, 1973; 
Latouche, 2004a; 2005). Cohousing is a practical example of conviviality. It is a deliberate urban housing model 
that promotes a combination of private and common facilities in response to the social and practical needs of 
urban citizens. Based on neighbour relationship and combining private and common dwellings, it contributes to 
creating a sense of community while preserving a high degree of individual privacy (Lietaert, 2010). Moreover, 
the idea of voluntary simplicity defined as a voluntary downscaling of consumption and material needs can also 
contribute to increase conviviality, by reducing the time devoted to consumerism and personal assets and 
increasing the time devoted to leisure, life in society or social relationships (Jackson, 2009). Reciprocity is 
therefore to be intended as the combination between conviviality and subsidiary production system, both oriented 
to increase social relationships and to reduce the environmental impacts generated by human activities. Within 
this context, reciprocity work is then defined as labour devoted to society without monetary compensation but 
with compensation in terms of goods and services provided in a system of reciprocity. It also includes the 
voluntary work and the activity of self-production of goods and services. Moreover, being characterized by local 
production and subsidiarity principle, it contributes to reduce the degradation of natural capital, both in physical 
and in qualitative terms. Being functional to achieving qualitative and quantitative aspects of degrowth, it is a key 
element for reducing the human impacts on environment and increase the level of well-being. In addition, being 
the reciprocity work a process that should involve the entire society, a better distribution of social capital between 
individuals and a reduction of social capital inequalities could also be generated in system of reciprocity. The 
motivation for this kind of work and the transition process that should lead to a substitution between the 
traditional market work and the reciprocity activities stems from voluntary decisions. Reciprocity work cannot be 
imposed by policies or societies. It has to be chosen by individuals because perceived as a working activity able 
to generate a level of well-being higher than the level generated by market work. Within this context, governance 
can play a very important role. By promoting values different from the material consumption ones, and based on 
the social and individual benefits generated by cooperation, mutual aid, conviviality and social capital formation, 
policies can largely contribute in encouraging the transition toward reciprocity. Existing examples of reciprocity 
work can be found in all non-profit activities oriented to promote mutual aid and support finalized at increasing 
social relationships, capital and well-being. 
4. Review of Studies 
In recent years, an increasing number of studies have been oriented to investigate the concept of degrowth and 
the relationships to well-being and social capital formation. Based on theoretical analysis or on real cases of 
degrowth societies, different papers have been devoted to analyse the feasibility of degrowth and the related 
consequences on economy, human relationships and well-being. In this paragraph a short review of the most 
important studies is provided. The largest part of them, give theoretical support to the idea that reciprocity work, 
small scale societies and reduction of consumptions are important elements of social capital formation. In 
addition, some empirical studies also analysed the relationships between real degrowth examples and well-being. 
Masferrer-Dodas et al. (2011), for example analysed the relationships between consumption of market goods and 
well-being in the small-scale society of Tsimane' in the Bolivian Amazon. Results provide empirical support to 
the idea that human well-being does not necessarily bear a direct link with consumption of market goods. In a 
similar fashion, Cattaneo and Gavala (2011) investigated the relationships between degrowth, sustainability and 
well-being, by providing an empirical study of energy and time consumption in Kan Pasqual and Can Masdeu 
that are two semiautonomous, small scale, collective economic systems established in Barcelona. The results 
suggest that it is possible to live well within a low-intensity economy. Borovy (2011) investigates the 
relationships between degrowth and social capital formation in Cuba, finding that mutual cooperation and 
participation in social networks increase during periods of economic crisis. In addition, Muraca (2012) presents a 
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critical analysis of the ethical assumptions of growth and degrowth theories with respect to the concept of 
capability approach presented by Sen and Nussbaum. By reporting concrete example of degrowth societies, as 
transition towns and solidarity economy, the paper argues that a change in the political and economic structure of 
societies, oriented to reduce the scale of the system and reallocate social services to the family and communities, 
can contribute to increase happiness and social capital by promoting a cultural shift towards more traditional 
values and increasing non-market relationships between individuals.  
 
From a theoretical perspective, different studies have also been devoted to analyse the relationships between 
degrowth, social capital and well-being both in a macroeconomic and in a microeconomic framework. Bilancini 
and D’Alessandro (2011), for example, proposed a macroeconomic model to investigate the relationship between 
growth and well-being by studying an endogenous growth model with externalities in consumption, leisure, and 
production. Main finding shows that a non-extreme dependency of individual well-being on the growth of 
material consumption is necessary for the political feasibility of degrowth. In a microeconomic perspective, 
Johanisova et al., 2012 provided theoretical support to the idea that social enterprise can increase the social 
capital. Starting from the re-definition of an economy characterized by the introduction of non-monetised sectors, 
and non-market capital the paper suggest a model oriented to increase social capital by increasing participation 
and democratic control in the social enterprise management. 
 
To conclude, it is also important to highlight that, starting from the critical thinking of Ivan Illich (1973; 1974; 
1977), Jacques Ellul (1980) and Castoriadis and Marphy (1985), a large body of literature have also been devoted 
to investigate the relationships between degrowth and social capital formation by analysing a possible inverse 
relationships between scale and democracy, based on the idea that only small social system can be democratically 
and collectively controlled (Fourier, 2008; Deriu, 2012; Johanisova, N., Wolf, S., 2012; Bonaiuti, 2012; Ott., 
2012; Romano, 2012; Muraca, 2012; Cattaneo et al., 2012). The main idea suggest that above a certain scale, the 
level of complexity and specialization became so high that democratic participation on decision and management 
became almost impossible and the population at large has to trust the knowledge and experiences of few people 
that concentrate immense power in their hands. According to this approach, the reduction of the scale of social 
and economic system can increase the social interaction between individuals and increase the social participation 
and the democratization process. These ideas are also strictly related to the concepts proposed in the post-normal 
science that argue that decisions characterized by large level of complexity, high stakes and different social 
values have to be subject to the "peer-reviewing" process of an extended community of non-expert, citizens and 
individuals. This process will be able to take into account the different values and perceptions that exists on 
societies. This re-democratization process will then be able to improve the interface between science, society and 
governance and increase cooperation among individuals and social capital of societies (Ravetz, 2004; Funtowicz 
and Ravetz, 1993).  
5.  Conclusion 
The present paper provide a theoretical analysis and a literature review oriented to link the social capital and 
the concept of degrowth. By introducing the concept of reciprocity work, based on scale reduction, mutual 
sustain, conviviality and voluntary activities, an economy of degrowth produces an increase of human well-being 
through reduced impacts on the environment and increased social capital formation. In spite of a limited number 
of studies that tried to quantify the possible degrowth impacts on social capital and well-being, a large part of 
literature have been devoted to provide theoretical support to this relation. That is because the quantification of 
the costs and benefits generated in societies by a new economic paradigm is a very difficult task, particularly 
when quantification has to involve subjective concepts such as well-being or social capital. For this reason, in the 
largest part of the studies reviewed in this paper, the relationships between degrowth and social capital are 
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investigated from a theoretical point of view or by qualitative description of the real case of degrowth practices. 
The increasing international debate on this topic and the increasing number of people that voluntarily decide to 
shift their living standard to a degrowth style is however the proof of the efficacy of degrowth as viable scheme 
and it positive impacts on personal well-being. In addition, the increasing attention devoted by policies and 
scientific arena in analysing the concept of well-being and in proposing debates oriented to “go beyond GDP”, as 
for example the Stigliz-report, are important attempts oriented to move from a society that considers economic 
growth as the sine qua non for progress to a society where well-being is perceived as an integrated combination 
between economic, environmental and social variables. Within this context, an economy of degrowth has not to 
be considered as the sine qua non for societal progress. However, by promoting a socio-economic system 
oriented to reduce the emphasis on consumption and increase them on social relationships and environmental 
quality, degrowth certainly contribute to promote a concept of well-being that considers progress as a 
combination between economic, environmental and social variables. For this reasons we consider that the 
concept of degrowth, its concrete applications and its relationships with the beyond-GDP debate should be 
included into the policy, the social and the scientific analysis oriented to investigate well-being and the social 
capital formation. 
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